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PKEFACE 



It is with unaffected diffidence that I present this 
Memoir to the public. Engaged in the practice of a 
laborious profession, and long unaccustomed to lite- 
rary work, I should, under ordinary circumstances, 
have shrunk from the task I have endeavoured to 
accomplish. But, as one of the very few persons, now 
living, whose familiar friendship with Maclise com- 
menced in boyhood and continued without inter- 
ruption to the period of his death, I thought it not 
impossible that my recollections of his earlier years 
might enable me to impart some interest to a record 
of his life. In the correspondence of an eminent 
man, we frequently find the pervading charm of his 
biography. There all his thoughts and feelings in 
their fresh and unfettered expression lie, as it were, 
mirrored before the reader. Through the kindness 
of Mrs. Banks — the sister of the artist — I have had 
unrestricted access to the correspondence addressed 
to him. I am not, however, in a position to avail 
myself of it in its entirety. It contains, for instance, 
a number of letters from the late Charles Dickens — 
brilliant, witty, and instructive, as might be antici- 
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pated — but for reasons which I unfeignedly respect, 
and which are, not improbably, connected with his 
own expressed wishes, it has not been considered by 
his executors desirable to publish them. 

That Mr. Dickens was, himself, rather sensitive 
on this subject, may be inferred from the following 
letter, which I received from him a few days before 
his lamented death : — 

* Gad’s Hill Place, High am by Rochester, Kent, 
4 Wednesday, May 18, 1870. 

‘ My dear Sir, — I beg to assure you, in reply to 
your letter, that I have not one solitary scrap of the 
late Mr. Maclise’s handwriting in my possession. A 
few years ago I destroyed an immense correspondence, 
expressly because I considered it had been held with 
me, and not with the public, and because I could not 
answer for its privacy being respected when I should 
be dead. I have since allowed no letters from friends 
to accumulate in my possession, and hence this dis- 
appointing answer to your request. The remarks 
I made at the Royal Academy dinner were reported 
with perfect accuracy in the “ Times.” 

€ My dear Sir, yours faithfully, 

‘ Charles Dickens. 

‘ To W. J. O’Driscoll.’ 

I have to express my cordial acknowledgments to 
Lady Eastlake for having given me permission to 
publish the correspondence of the late Sir Charles 
Eastlake with Maclise. I also desire to offer my 
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thanks to Mr. and Mrs. S. Carter Hall, Mr. Stephens 
of the ‘ Athenaeum,’ Mr. S. A. Hart, R.A., and Mr. 
Watson, of the ‘Art Union/ for the assistance they 
have so kindly rendered me. 

To Mr. John Forster I am under peculiar ob- 
ligations. He generously placed at my disposal the 
letters addressed to him by Maclise from Naples, 
Paris, &c., which — with the characteristic sketches 
scattered through them — will, I presume to think, 
form an interesting feature in the work. The trans- 
actions of the Fine Arts Commissioners in reference 
to the wall-paintings at Westminster Palace have 
been extracted from the published reports. The 
works of the artist are referred to in chronological 
order, as they appeared in the annual exhibitions of 
the Royal Academy. The descriptions of the pic- 
tures I can scarcely call my own : they are epitomised 
in some instances, from contemporaneous notices and 
reviews, to be found in the pages of the ‘ Art Jour- 
nal/ the ‘ Athenaeum/ the ‘ Art Union/ &e. 

So much for what 1 have attempted. Whether it 
remains an unaccomplished purpose, the fate of this 
little volume will determine — no one can entertain a 
more vivid sense of its imperfections than myself ; 
but a great author has assured us that some enter- 
prises may be laudable even when they transcend 
the capacity of those that undertake them. 



Mountjoy Square, Dublin : 
April 1871. 



W. J. O’D. 
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The biography of a great painter presents a far 
more extended field of thought and enquiry than 
would appear to be involved in the mere personal 
incidents of his career. It is so interwoven with the 
history and progress of the arts in the country that 
has recognised and rewarded his excellence, that if 
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we isolate the narrative within the sphere of his 
individual actions, or the works he has produced, it 
will be destitute of the most important and interest- 
ing features of such a life. This is universally true, 
and it is traceable to a variety of causes. In every 
clime where men have appeared who attained great 
eminence in either poetry, sculpture, or painting, it 
will be found that there pre-existed amongst its 
people an ardent love and appreciation of the arts, 
and a munificent liberality in developing and sus- 
taining them. The correlative proposition is equally 
self-evident, that in every country where national 
encouragement is withheld or withdrawn from the 
cultivation of the arts, there will be a coincident 
dereliction of genius. The works of high art will, 
without doubt, be a reflex of public taste, and should 
excite and model it ; but it cannot be denied that 
they are more frequently tributary to its influence. 
The history of art in England considered from a 
national point of view may be said to have been a 
blank until the institution of the Eoyal Academy 
by George III. Before that period the country pro- 
duced some able painters ; men who, by the sheer 
force of their talent, would have achieved distinction 
anywhere ; but they appeared at long and irregular 
intervals. The majority of the artists of that time 
were unimpassioned imitators of those who preceded 
them ; the public — whose taste lay very much in the 
direction of portraiture — were satisfied with the 
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merest mediocrity. There was nothing to influence 
the proper direction of art, — to elevate the standard 
of its excellence, — or to assert and maintain its true 
dignity, until the Royal Academy became a national 
institution. Sir James Thornhill was, perhaps, the 
first native painter that appeared in England with 
any degree of power in his art. He possessed great 
fertility of invention and facility of hand, but he 
injured his fame by following in the mystical foot- 
prints of La Guerre and Verrio, who would paint 
nothing but heathen divinities, allegorical goddesses, 
and nude nymphs ; and he could not have acquired 
much fortune by his works, for it is recorded that he 
was paid for his decoration of the cupola of St. Paul’s 
and the ceiling of Greenwich Hospital, at the mu- 
nificent rate of 21 . per square yard. It was reserved 
for Hogarth, the son-in-law of Sir James Thornhill, 
to win back public taste from the dark and desert 
tracks into which it had wandered, and to substitute 
for allegorical absurdities, delineations of real life 
rendered with all the exquisite humour, sarcasm, 
and satire that have made his name immortal. West 
might have done much to elevate the art ; the gates 
of the palace were opened to him, and he found in 
George III. a munificent patron. But West achieved 
very little for historical painting; his works were 
tinctured with a frigid mannerism, and pretentious 
feebleness ; he wanted the grace and elegance of Sir 
Joshua Reynolds, and the originality, vigour, and 
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